Europe and Asia represent between them a significant land mass and population density as well cultural traditions and historical connections that highlight the diversity and the commonalities of their constituent nation states. The European Union has recognized the importance of Asia in its policy priorities and Asian leaders increasingly look to Europe not just for investment opportunities but also cultural contacts with a special focus on encouraging mobility in the field of education. This paper examines the rationale for greater Asia-Europe dialogue especially in the field of education. It locates the basis of dialogue not just in high stakes international assessments of student performance but also cultural traditions that focus on deliberation and cooperative learning.
Introduction
The idea of an "Asia-Europe dialogue" is by no means new. Intergovernmental initiatives such as the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM), the ASEM Education Hub and, the Singapore -based AsiaEurope Foundation (Schneller, 2009 ) have been operating for over two decades. They have brought together policymakers from Asia and Europe to focus on issues of special concern to governments. In the education realm, the focus has been on higher education and issues of common concern such as funding, relations with business and general issues of management and administration.
Student mobility has also been an important issue of concern in an attempt to provide young people with a broader education experience as they pursue their higher education. The benefits of exchange and cooperation have also been highlighted by the AsiaEurope Classroom Network (2012) sponsored by the Asia Europe Foundation "to provide opportunities for collaborative learning and intercultural exchanges" with a special emphasis on primary and secondary schools. The foundation for Asia-Europe cooperation has been well prepared. At the same time there has been increasing pressures on education systems in both Asia and Europe to contribute, through human capital formation, to the knowledge economies that are dominating international economic development. One off-shoot of this focus has been the obsession of governments to "measure" the "health" of their education systems through international large scale assessments such as TIMSS, PISA and PIRLS. The purpose has been to provide comparative data that benchmarks student performance across education systems in areas such as mathematics, science and reading. This kind of response has given rise to an OECD (2011) publication, Lessons from PISA for the United States, in an [83] Source: the Economist, 7 December 2010. attempt to see how the successes of largely Asian education systems (along with Finland !) might be important for the United States.
In describing this phenomena, (Bieber and Martens, 2011, p.3) refer to" a race to the top -the upward driving effects of policies to improve performance (so that) countries compete for the best performing system …. try (ing) to improve their education system's performance by meeting international recommendations"
1 . This kind of "race" is driven by the competitive nature of the international economy and the belief that 'learning' drives human capital development, skills formation and innovation, the key contributors to modern knowledge economies (Kennedy and Lee, 2010) . Is competition the best way to promote such learning? While competition through international large scale assessments may be a spur for change, it may not be the best way to create real learning about the contexts and directions for change. I do not want to disagree with the idea international benchmarking itself, but I do want to suggest that the kind of extrapolations made on the basis of these benchmarks can be quite misleading. Ringarp and Rothland (2010) , for example, have shown how education systems can move in entirely different policy directions in the 'race' to improve student learning outcomes. Bulle (2011) Thus, as an alternative to the competitive paradigm of international benchmarking, it seems that dialogue is a real possibility.
As a practice, dialogue is well known in both Asia and Europe Learning is a central feature of dialogue and understanding others becomes an important part of any dialogical process. This is not to say that international benchmarking is irrelevant. It can still play an important role in alerting education systems to problems and issues that need to be addressed (for example, low performing groups within countries, influences on learning outcomes, strengths and weakness of different students in different subjects etc). But in seeking solutions to these problems, it is dialogue that can best help to appreciate contexts, lessons that have been learnt and the possibilities for change. Dialogue can become the bridge helping learning to take place between Asia and Europe on key educational issues as the complexities of the twenty first century are encountered and negotiated. But what are the issues? This question will be addressed the following section.
What are the key education issues for dialogue between Asia and Europe?
There could be many answers to this question, but a review of international benchmarking studies and reflection on the issues that arise from them suggest for key issues: -Teachers and teacher education; -Teaching and classrooms; -Schools and leadership; and -Students and citizenship education. I do not want to treat these topics exhaustively here, since they require deep study and extensive dialogue, but I do want to indicate why they are important and what might be learnt from dialogue.
Teachers and teacher education.
There is no disagreement that teachers are fundamental to student learning and policy reviews such as those conducted by McKinsey Consulting (Mourshed, Chinezi and Barber, 2011) Teachers in this context must be professionally competent, as the Western accountability instruments require, but they must be more than this. They must appreciate the fundamental importance of learning to families and society as a whole and they must see their role in these broader contexts. Yet exactly how this happens or what teacher education programmes to encourage it remains unexplored. What is important to understand is that culture plays an important role in preparing and developing a nation's teachers and it is these deeply cultural understandings that need to be the basis for dialogue. Learning about the cultures in which teachers are embedded may be the most important part of any cross cultural dialogue on teachers and teacher education.
Teaching and classrooms.
What teachers do in classrooms, as distinct from the attributes they bring to the classroom, must play an important role in student learning. Bulle (2011) has recently shown how education systems themselves contain value orientations that influence teaching and learning. Furthermore, she suggests that a mixture of academic and progressive orientations is better than the adoption of either one of these as the sole pedagogical driver. We know, for example, that pedagogies in Asian contexts are likely to be more teachercentred than in some Western contexts, yet Asian students perform very well on international assessments. Bulle (2011) shows how the adoption of progressivism in the French education systems seems to be related to a decline in student performance but no more so than in Germany where a strong academic orientation has been maintained. These extrapolations from international assessment data cry out for detailed and serious debate and discussion. Why do conservative pedagogies seem to be successful and progressive pedagogies less so? What do Asian classrooms look like? How do teachers demonstrate their caring attitudes in highly pressurized classroom environments? What does a so called "progressivist" classroom look like? Is an academic orientation to the curriculum and pedagogy always teacher directed? We know little about these things although the very interesting TIMSS classroom videos have begun to provide some insights into what happens in mathematics classrooms in cross cultural contexts. Understanding these contexts and how they influence teaching is an important priority for the future.
Schools and leadership.
Teachers and students are embedded in schools the environments of which have the potential to influence teaching and learning. Hallinger and Heck (2010) have recently shown how school leadership can influence student learning although; it is not a direct effect. Rather, they suggest a "values based normative model of leadership" (p.14) that assumes reciprocal rather than direct or mediated effects and that takes into account personal values as well as the specific school context. Such an approach suggests that generalizability is limited and there is no 'magic' formula but that the school leader's values and the context that she/he creates will be powerful determiners of student learning outcomes. But how does this play out in Asian and Western contexts and how are leaders prepared in these contexts. What can be learnt from high performing schools in Asia and is it similar to or different from, say high performing schools in Finland? How can we best understand the cultural contexts influencing school leadership?
Students and citizenship education. Preparing young citizens for an uncertain future is a key priority for all societies. Yet when the results of international benchmarking studies are taken into account it can be seen that Asian students do as well in studies of civic and citizenship education as they do in reading, mathematics and science (Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr and Losito, 2010) . How do programmes of civics and citizenship education differ between Asia and Europe and do these differences account for the difference in results? It is well known, for example, that civic education in Asia is more oriented towards moral education than political education but exactly how this influences student learning is unknown. At the same time the international study showed that there are shared democratic values between Asian and European students despite differences in historical and cultural contexts. Understanding how students acquire these values in different contexts and ensuring that schools and teachers in particular can provide enriching experiences to support the development of students' democratic values is surely a key priority for the future. This brief sketch of areas for potential education dialogue between Asia and Europe is not meant to limit other possibilities. There is much to be learnt in other areas such as curriculum development, assessment, treatment of students with special needs, ethnic minority education, gender equity education etc. There is no necessary end to the dialogic process but what is outlined above suggests a beginning to provide greater understanding and to enhance learning across cultures. The final issue to consider is how best to facilitate the learning process.
How can such learning be facilitated?
What can facilitate learning? Despite the competitive nature of international benchmarking, the way forward to create dialogue is cooperation, collaboration and partnership. Working together across borders and cultures is an important way to build trust and create a true learning environment. Most universities have been actively engaging in internationalization over the past decade so that structures already exist for creating formal partnerships. It is on the basis of these formal partnership arrangements between institutions that dialogue can take place.
Who?
Many different people can be involved in dialogue, but of the purposes of the education dialogues proposed above the involvement of academic staff and students is essential. One reason for this is to encourage cross-generational thinking on major issues -knowledge generation is not confined to academics. Nevertheless, academic debate and discussion will be an important form of dialogue. At the same time it seems important for the future to encourage student to student dialogue so that today's problems don't continue into tomorrow.
How?
Opportunities for staff and student exchange will provide one means by which dialogue can be facilitated. The importance of exchange is that it provides a way for academic staff and students to experience the other culture and indeed experience the 'other' in the most direct way. Seminars and conferences are also important ways of bringing people together around key themes and issues. Out of these kind of experiences, as well as exchange in general, can come important research initiatives designed to address real problems as they are identified. On-going research collaboration, involving both academic staff and students, can be an important by-product of dialogue. There are no limits to dialogue just as there are no limits to learning. What has been outlined above are simple ways to facilitate both dialogue and learning as educators sit together eager to understand each other and the contexts in which they are embedded. The outcomes may not be known in advance but a commitment to learning and a willingness to change for the better will ensure that dialogue can be used productively and for the common good.
Conclusion
While there is much to divide people in our world today divisions are not inevitable.
Dialogue can create communities of thinkers who can address major issues through debate, discussion and a willingness to understand the 'other'. Education is a common value in all societies and while it can be used to divide nations it can also be used to bring them together. Understanding each country's education successes and failures can be an important way to reach a broader understanding of civilizations and cultures that otherwise may appear to be in opposition rather than in harmony. Education serves common purposes irrespective of any particular ideology -it can create pathways for the disadvantaged, new ideas that can lead to innovation, understandings about complex issues and tolerance for groups and individuals. These important outcomes should not be the preserve of a single nation for they serve to advance all nations and individuals within them. If dialogue can help serve this purpose it will play an important role in our current uncertain and unpredictable world.
